[Count on your beliefs. Bayes' theorem in diagnosis].
Bayesian analysis of data finds increasing use in medical statistics, diagnostic evaluation and decision analysis. The central element in bayesian analysis is a set of mathematical rules for integrated evaluation of prior knowledge and new information. In many situations this approach has superior ability to deliver dependable updated knowledge and to provide an optimal probability basis for decisions. This article (the first of two) presents Bayes' theorem and its application in diagnostic work. It is explained how likelihood ratios of diagnostic tests interact with the outcome of such tests in the conversion of initial information (prior odds) to enhanced information (posterior odds).